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ABSTRACT

MARSHAL LOUIS N. DAVOUT AND THE ART OF COMMAND
by MAJ John M. Keefe, USA, 149 pages.

This paper involves an in-depth study of the art of
command at all three levels of warfare. It examines this
art through the eyes of one of Napoleon's ablest Marshals,
Louis N. Davout. The paper addresses and accomplishes
three primary goals. First, it defines the art of command
and shows its relevance to modern day warfare. Second,
the paper shows that Marshal Davout was the best of
Napoleon's generals and had an art of command that rivaled
the Emperor himself. Finally, the paper demonstrates how
Davout was instrumental in winning the battle of
Abensberg-Eckmuehl.

The study proves that Marshal Davout displayed an art of
command at Abensberg-Eckmuehl that ensured success for
Napoleon during the early phases of his Austrian campaign
of 1809. It does this through a detailed analysis of his
actions throughout the five days of fighting from April 19
to April 23, 1809. The study then draws conclusions to
help define the art of command from Davout's actions.
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CHAPTER 1

BUT WHAT ARE WE TO UNDERSTAND BY EXPERIENCE?

The art of command is a topic which has been

debated throughout history. It is certainly a most

difficult subject to define. After his forced retirement

Napoleon attempted to provide a definition; "The art of

warfare on land is an art of genius, of inspiration. It

is by the eyes of the mind, by reasoning over the whole

that the generals sees, knows, judges."1 Is this the art

of command today? Or can the art of command truly be

defined?

To help solve this problem it is essential to look

at success in battle through the minds and eyes of past

commanders. One has to crawl into the commander's head

and discern what attributes have made him successful and

how they can be applied today. The simple presentation of

"a series of attributes would do nothing more than provide

"a laundry list of undefined characteristics. Even a

detailed discussion of leadership and its abstract

qualities would result in something equally meaningless.

These attributes cannot be placed on a slide and viewed

under a microscope. They must be viewed in the context of
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the dynamics of battle. 2 One must, therefore, look into

the leader's actions to gain a perspective on his

abilities and attributes.

This historical study of leadership then can

provide a context to help guide the modern leader in his

future actions. This study must be a detailed and

comprehensive look at the leader's actions. It must

penetrate as deeply as possible into the details. For

this purpose the particular knowledge of a few engagements

or a few leaders is much more useful than a broad

knowledge of a great many battles or wars. 3 Simply

looking at the subject in general terms and making

specific conclusions can be a technique fraught with many

hazards.

But what can these past conflicts fought with

spears and clubs tell us about fighting in today's

technologically advanced battlefield? It is true that

technology has changed the face of battle. However, we

can learn certain lessons and principles from the study of

the past. These lessons can then be applied today as long

as one remembers the context in which they are studied.

Even the United States Army's modern warfighting doctrine

draws its premises from principles practiced by Napoleon

almost two-hundred years ago. Suffice to say that the

study of history can be, and is, applied to modern

warfare. However, the real lessons of warfare go beyond
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the study of simple strategy and tactics. The real lesson

that pervades the centuries of warfare is that war is

essentially an encounter of human beings. It is the study

of human beings that will unlock many secrets to

successful combat and the art of command.

On the other hand it may be argued that the only

way to learn the art of command is through experience.

However, even experience in war does not necessarily

ensure that one learns how to conduct war. One who

participates in war without reflection does not

necessarily gain the experience of war. Does not one who

studies war and examines its causes and results have the

greater experience? In Theorie des Grossen Krieges Count

York von Wartenburg sums this point up very well.

It is true, war can only be learned by
experience; but what are we to understand by
experience? Who will gain experience, the man who has
been present during this or that event, but has never
thought about it, either before or after it, or while
it took place or the man who may possibly not have had
any personal experience whatever of such matters, but
who studies a great number of wars, and who has always
and everywhere examined the causes and results and
learnt from them that certain results recur, if they
had been preceded by the same causes, and who this has
come at last to formulate his views and to deduce
great principles? Has not the latter experience and
the former none. Shall I not by such experience alone
learn to know war, whilst by the other I shall remain
altogether ignorant of it? 4

The best way to prepare for war, or learn this occupation

of soldiering, is through the comprehensive and detailed

study of past conflicts and their leaders.
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Marshal Louis N. Davout and his actions at the

battle of Abensberg-Eckmuehl illustrate and begin to

define the art of command. His actions during the events

preceding the battle and the four days of fighting allow

one to view the art of command through the eyes of one of

history's most victorious leaders. His actions will help

define the art of command and identify the essential

attributes or characteristics necessary for battlefield

success. The study of Marshal Davout will help to provide

more form and body to the very amorphous topic of the art

of command. This examination of Marshal Davout will not

only unlock some of the secrets of the art of command, it

will do so in the context of the dynamics of battle. It

will also show how his art of command influenced the

outcome of the battles leading to the French victory in

April 1809.

As one of the more underrated of Napoleon's

lieutenants, Davout deserves much more credit than he is

given. Ask any student of history to name five of

Napoleon's Marshals and the normal answers will be Michel

Ney, Louis-Alexander Berthier, Jean Lannes, or Joachim

Murat. Most will overlook or not even remember Davout.

One of the reasons is his lack of flamboyance and panache

as compared to the other marshals. He spent less time

talking about his reputation and more time earning it.
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This fact becomes even more obvious should one

visit the famous cemetery Pere Lachaise in Paris. The map

of famous people buried at the cemetery is missing the

name of Marshal Davout, although it does contain other

members of Napoleon's Marshalate of much less quality such

as Emmanuel de Grouchy, Gouvian St Cyr, and Francoise

Kellerman. How can history overlook such a great leader

as Davout? This paper will endeavor to clear up any

misconceptions about the true abilities of Louis N.

Davout. He was the best of Napoleon's subordinate

commanders and had talents as rich if not richer than the

Emperor himself. To put it in simple terms--he was never

defeated.

For these reasons Davout will be the centerpiece

of this paper. The objective is to go beyond the simple

analysis of leadership attributes and look specifically at

the art of command. This paper has four primary goals.

First, and foremost, it will look at Davout in a specific

situation to help provide an acceptable definition of the

leadership attributes that make up the art of command.

Second, it will demonstrate how the characteristics or

attributes of the art of command contribute to success

throughout the three levels of warfare. Third, the paper

will show how Davout ensured success through his

application of the art of command. In other words, it

will show how his actions or his particular art of command

5



were the essential ingredient in the army's success.

Finally, it will show how Davout influenced the outcome of

the battles.

Defining such a large topic as the art of command

using one leader in one specific situation can be

considered rather myopic. Some may argue that the

characteristics will only be applicable in a similar

narrowly defined situation. However, this detailed view

is essentially what is needed to provide some sort of

definition to the art of command. Certainly another

leader or another set of battles could be chosen. But

this leader and the selected battles leave little doubt

about the art of command.

The battles represented allow the art of command

to be examined in all three levels of warfare: strategic,

operational, and tactical. The strategic level refers to

that level of warfare which involves the national

interests. The art of command at this level involves the

art and science of employing military power to achieve or

secure goals of national interest. Davout does this

during 1808 when he is the senior man in the German

theater of operations.

The second level of warfare is the operational

level of war. Many argue that this level of warfare is

more of a modern creation. However, its presence is noted

in Napoleonic times but is more commonly referred to as
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the grand tactic. Operational warfare or grand tactics

are major campaigns within a theater used to accomplish

strategic objectives. It is more or less a link between

the tactical and strategic level of warfare. This is the

period of time when Davout is the commander of all forces

of the Army of Germany before the arrival of Napoleon.

Finally the tactical level is the art of fighting battles

and engagements. The period of 19 through 23 April 1809

provides numerous opportunities to examine Davout's art of

command at this level.

Davout's leadership here not only allows one to

witness the art of command, it saved the French army from

defeat at the hands of the Austrians along the Danube

River in Bavaria. Davout certainly did not defeat the

Austrians by himself, there were other factors such as the

superior quality of his subordinates and the high caliber

of his soldiers that contributed to the Frehch victories.

However, it will become obvious that without Davout

victory may not have been attained as easily as it was.

Left to Napoleon it quite possibly could have met defeat,

possible intervention by Prussia, and quite probably the

end of the French Empire six years early. Fortunately for

the French, Davout displayed an art of command at

Abensberg-Eckmuehl that ensured success during the early

phases of Napoleon's 1809 campaign.
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CHAPTER 2

YOUR MARSHAL MUST BE SEEING DOUBLE

Louis Nicholas Davout was an unlikely leader; he

lacked the martial bearing and personal magnetism of such

men as Michel Ney or Joachim Murat. He was of small

stature and did not possess the natural flamboyance of

most of Napoleon's marshals. His baldness and glasses,

worn for nearsightedness, did nothing to enhance his

image. Of the twenty-six marshals he was the least liked

as a man, the most feared by his adversaries, and the

ablest commander. 1 His appointment as marshal in 1804

astonished Parisian society. Many believed Davout became

a marshal because of his relationship to the Emperor by

marriage. Napoleon's sister, Pauline, was married to

General LeClerc. Davout had married LeClerc's sister

Aimee. However, it soon became evident that he was the

best commander in the Grand Armee. His troops were the

best trained, cared for, and disciplined in the army, and

they could fight. Napoleon himself remarked that Davout

had the two finest qualities of a soldier: courage and

firmness of character. 2

Although of minor nobility, Davout was a product

of the Revolution. His family was poor and lived in the
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Burgundian countryside. He was born in a rented farmhouse

on 10 May 1770. This made him about a year younger than

the Emperor and the youngest of the original marshals.

His father was killed in a hunting accident when he was

eight years old and his mother and maternal grandmother

raised him. He had come from a long line of soldiers and

was destined for a career in the military. It was said

when a Davout is born a sword leaps from its scabbard. 3

He was deeply intelligent and began studying the art of

war at an early age. The works of Chevalier Charles

Folard, Gustavus Adolphus, and Charles XII influenced his

early life.

In 1788 he received his commission into the Royal

Champagne Cavalry Regiment at Hesdin. As the

revolutionary movement began to gain momentum he quickly

rallied to its support. He associated himself with the

revolution not for personal reasons, but because he truly

believed in its principles. A few weeks after the fall of

the Bastille it was Davout who suggested that a deputation

of officers should go to Paris and pledge the loyalty of

his regiment to the new government. 4 In fact, Davout

represented his regiment, but upon his return he was

jailed by superior Royalist officers.

After his release Davout immediately sought

assignment to one of the new volunteer regiments. He was

quickly elected the Colonel en Second of the Third
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Battalion of Volunteers of Yonne. His performance as a

commander and leader improved with each successive battle.

His patriotism again came to light in 1793, after General

Charles Dumouriez tried to turn his army against the

French government. Davout was instrumental in opposing

Dumouriez and preventing the defection of his battalion.

Davout even went as far as to order his volunteers to fire

on their treasonous commander. For this act he received

the rank of Brigadier General. However, the Directory

soon learned of his aristocratic origins, and he was

struck from the list of officers and imprisoned for a

period of three months.

Upon release from prison Davout joined the Army of

the Rhine under General Jean Victor Marie Moreau. It was

there that he met and became good friends with a most

powerful man, General Louis Charles Antoine Desaix. It

was through General Desaix that Davout was first

introduced to Napoleon. Though Davout did not accompany

Napoleon on his First Italian Campaign he was placed on

the list of generals to accompany the Emperor to Egypt in

1799. In that campaign he lead a brigade with

distinction. He was not picked to accompany the Emperor

back to France and, therefore, missed the Second Italian

Campaign. Davout rejoined the Emperor with the Army of

England in 1801.
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In 1803 Davout was given command of the camp at

Bruges. It is there that we begin to see the development

of his administrative and training skills. He insisted

upon varied and carefully structured training and

published a manual on inter-arm tactics. 5 Davout

developed the reputation as a hard taskmaster. The only

consolation to his subordinates was that he drove himself

harder than he did his men. He continually set the

example for his soldiers and endured the same conditions

that they had to endure. Davout set a precedent by

trusting his subordinates and their capabilities. He

issued orders and did not interfere unless they failed to

meet his standards. Another characteristic which set

Davout apart from his contemporaries was the attention

that he paid to the health and welfare of his soldiers.

He continually made efforts to improve their daily living

conditions. Unlike most of the other marshals, Davout

lived with his troops at Bruges. On 23 September 1805, he

was formally appointed as the commander of III Corps.

Davout had now spent nearly seventeen years in the

army but commanded no more than two thousand men in

battle. Consequently he had not yet displayed any great

talents as a combat leader of any stature. This fact was

to change during the period from December 1805 through

June 1807. Though Davout's III Corps participated in the

great Maneuver of Ulm it saw little action. However,
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after General Mack's surrender at Ulm Napoleon's attention

turned toward the Russians then occupying Bohemia.

Davout's first real action as a corps commander was to be

at Austerlitz on a cold wintery morning in December.

After his astonishing victory at Ulm, Napoleon

quickly began to move east. General Michel Kutuzov with

40,000 Russians retreated to Vienna, gathered up what was

left of the Austrian army, then moved north into Moravia.

Austerlitz was Davout's first opportunity since Egypt to

command soldiers under the watchful eye of the Emperor.

His last command was a brigade of Desaix's cavalry and now

he was to command an entire corps. Not only was Davout to

command a corps, but he was to have the most difficult

task in the battle. 6

On 29 November Napoleon decided on his plan of

battle and sent word for Davout to join the French main

body immediately. Davout and his III Corps were

garrisoned near Vienna, about eighty miles south of the

main French army. This message was received at 8 P.M. and

in an hour and one half III Corps was on the road

northward. Davout was to be in place sometime late on

December 1. Napoleon's plan was to occupy the low ground,

feigning weakness in order to entice the Russians to

attack. He planned to strengthen his northern flank and

show weakness in the south. When the enemy fell for his

ruse and attempted to outflank him in the south, he would
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then launch a major offensive into their weakened center.

The key to Napoleon's plan was to hold on in the south

long enough to attack in the center. This most important

mission was given to Davout. Napoleon's entire success

depended on the timely arrival of Davout.

Not only did Davout have the most difficult task

of marching eighty miles in two days but also he had to

march directly into battle. Once in battle he would find

his 10,500 men facing General Buxhowden and 40,000

Russians. 7 Shortly before midnight on the first of

December Davout arrived at Napoleon's headquarters. He

had accomplished the impossible, covering eighty miles in

two days. He then promised Napoleon he would be in place

by 8:00 A.M. the next morning ready for battle.

The action began at 7:00 A.M. as 73,000 Frenchmen

faced 89,000 Austrians and Russians. 8 The Allied attack

went just as Napoleon had wished. General Buxhowden with

one-half of the army moved forward to turn the French

right and separate them from their lines of communication.

The Austrians hit the southern flank as planned but Davout

had not yet arrived on the scene. The very weak French

right flank began to retreat leaving the village of

Tellnitz to the enemy. As promised Davout's men began to

enter the fight at 8:00 A.M. immediately bolstering the

faltering right.
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Davout committed Heudelet's brigade of General

Louis Friant's division to retake Tellnitz. This stopped

the Russian advance and the immediate threat. By nine

o'clock the situation again became critical. Davout

realized the enemy was driving a wedge between his corps

and that of Marshal Soult's to the north. 9 He immediately

grasped the tactical situation on the southern flank and

realized the criticality of the situation. He then

personally led the two remaining brigades of Friant's

Division further north to Sokolnitz. Davout's remaining

two divisions had not yet entered the fight.

The Russians advance was interrupted by the

crossing of the Goldbach Stream. Seeing this Davout

immediately launched his attack. Although facing superior

numbers, Davout was successful in forcing the Russians

back across the stream. The occupation of the villages of

Tellnitz and Sokolnitz secured the French right flank.

This forced the Allies to commit even more forces to the

southern sector thus weakening their center. Kutusov sent

General Prschibitscheski's Division and Kollowrat's Corps

from the Pratzen heights to support a flank attack against

Davout's forces. This was the weakening of the allied

center Napoleon desired. With his right flank now secured

Napoleon launched Marshal Nicholas Soult's IV corps up the

Pratzen Heights, a crucial terrain feature in the allied

center.
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This attack then ensured victory for the French.

However, it was not over for Davout in the south. The

battle continued to rage as the French fought a desperate

defensive battle. It must be remembered that Davout was

fighting this entire action in the south without his

artillery. His forced march from Vienna was so fast that

the artillery train could not maintain the pace. It was

fortunate for Napoleon that Davout was on the spot. 10

Davout continued to ride up and down his lines pushing his

men forward in an effort to gain as much ground as

possible. His heroic efforts also served to occupy nearly

one-half the enemy force, enabling the French to push

forward in the center and the north. The French then

pushed the enemy backward in a complete rout resulting in

one of Napoleon's finest victories. It was the first of

many victories to be made possible by the actions of

Marshal Louis N. Davout.

Those who scoffed at Davout's appointment to the

Marshalate now saw the wisdom behind the Emperor's choice.

Davout could not have been more successful in his first

battle as a corps commander. He was everywhere at once

and did everything perfectly. This is our first

opportunity to see the art of command displayed by Davout.

His training and discipline during the last two years at

Bruges paid off. He marched his corps an incredible

distance and committed them to battle immediately on their
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arrival. without hesitation he surveyed the battle and

made the right decisions for the commitment of Friant's

brigades.

The ability to survey a battle in progress and

then to decide the tactical commitment of units is one of

the most important abilities of a commander. Napoleon

refers to this as Coup d'Oeil. Clausewitz also notes this

important capability in his book On War. Clausewitz's

chapter on the military genius covers the subject in

detail. Davout's ability to read the battle in a moment

and make a quick decision was obvious. Then once he made

the decision, his bold and decisive actions eventually led

to success. One now begins to see Davout's art of command

develop ap his vision was both accurate and decisive. His

performance at Austerlitz was under the watchful eye of

the commander and limited in scope. However, in another

ten months Davout would develop even further and show his

tactical prowess on a larger scale. This next opportunity

came when the Prussian's declared war on the French in

1806. The dual battles of Jena-Auerstaedt give ample

evidence of Davout's remarkable abilities as an

independent commander.

The Prussian Army began to mobilize in August

1806. They began this mobilization secretly but were

unable to secure the support of any allies. Napoleon was

aware of their mobilization but could not believe Prussia

16



would actually go to war. However, when Prussia moved

into Saxony in mid September Napoleon decided that

something must be done. Most of the army was scattered

throughout Germany, but Napoleon quickly ordered a

concentration on Leipzig. The French Army consolidated

and immediately moved north to their first action at

Saalfield on 9 October. As the Prussians retreated,

Napoleon followed closely behind. This led him to Jena

where on 13 October Napoleon erroneously concluded that he

was facing the main Prussian army. At 6:00 A.M. on

14 October the dual battles of Jena and Auerstaedt began.

Napoleon's command was the main effort and he

planned an immediate move on Jena. Davout, with the

assistance of Marshal Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte's I Corps,

was to swing around to the east and take the Prussians in

the flank and rear. This was to occur after Napoleon with

the main army defeated them in detail. In actuality

Davout and his III Corps of 24,500 infantry and 1,500

cavalry ran directly into the Prussian main army. The III

Corps and their intrepid leader were to be in a fight in

which all odds were stacked against them.

During the night of 13 October Davout detected

what he concluded was the Prussian main effort. Davout

determined this after detecting large troop movements to

his front and interrogating Prussian prisoners. He

relayed this information to Napoleon's Chief-of-Staff
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Marshal Louis Alexandre Berthier and to Marshal

Bernadotte. Unfortunately, it fell on deaf ears.

Napoleon was convinced that he himself was facing the main

army and Bernadotte in his own unique style refused to

follow the orders of another marshal. Davout then had to

decide whether to remain inactive or attack a force that

outnumbered him three to one. Exhibiting a great deal of

personal and moral courage he decided to move forward and

attack. He made his first contact about 7:00 A.M. just

outside the village of Poeppel with General Charles

Gudin's division. As usual Davout accompanied Gudin and

the lead division. They quickly pushed the Prussians back

and secured a defensive line facing west along the

Lissbach Stream.

During the next eight hours Dav4ut and III Corps

literally fought for their lives. As with every battle in

which Davout fought he was close to the front directing

the action. His resolve and refusal to admit defeat were

key factors in his success at Auerstaedt. During this

first contact General Gebhard von Bluecher attacked

Gudin's thin division with twelve squadrons of cavalry.

Gudin had to hold because the other two divisions of

Davout's corps were not yet within supporting distance.

They were at least one to two hours behind. A less

resolute commander would have avoided battle under such

circumstances. Davout decided to stay and fight.
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Bluecher made four unsuccessful attempts to dislodge the

French who had calmly formed squares.

Fortunately for Davout a lull in the action took

place when the Prussian commander, the Duke of Brunswick,

was severely wounded. This allowed Davout time to review

the tactical situation. He realized the Prussians were

still attempting to retreat northward to Freiburg, and it

was necessary for them to protect their flank. Davout

knew that the Prussians would attack his right flank to

maintain their northward mobility. Therefore he deployed

General Louis Friant's newly arrived division to the right

of Gudin's line. This left only one brigade to the south

of the village of Hassenhausen

The Prussians resumed their attack with a frontal

assault by three infantry divisions. The Prussians routed

the one brigade which remained south of the village. This

then created a threat to the French left flank. Davout

immediately moved to the threatened location and rallied

his men behind the village. He then personally led two

regiments of Gudin's Division forward to halt the Prussian

advance. 1 1 This was a critical decision made by the

commander as his third division was still five kilometers

from the battlefield. This decision was also correct in

that it blunted the Prussian advance. Additionally it

bought Davout the precious time he needed to stabilize his

line. General Louis Charles Morand's division began to
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arrive around 11:00 A.M. and was committed to the left of

Gudin's division.

As in most battles the critical moment had

arrived. It is this moment that a commander must

recognize and seize to ensure success. It is a time when

the opposing forces become the most vulnerable and success

or defeat hangs in the balance. The commander must first

recognize this point and then he must seize the

opportunity. Next, he must make the correct decision as

to what action to take. Then the commander must posses

the requisite moral courage to carry out his plan.

In essence it is part of Coup d'Oeil and a key

ingredient in the art of command. Davout seized this

opportunity and used it to his advantage at Auerstaedt.

The Prussians had attempted to outflank the French on both

flanks. In doing so they had lapped around the edges and

turned inward toward the village of Hassenhausen, still

fortified by the French. Davout ordered Gudin to hold

fast while Friant and Morand moved forward between the two

Prussian wings enfillading the Prussian lines. 12 The

Prussians were then caught between two French divisions

pouring fire into their exposed flanks. The sudden

offense combined with the timely arrival of the French

artillery forced the Prussians to retreat.

At Auerstaedt many of Davout's key traits are

displayed. It is the first time Davout was required to
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fight entirely on his own. The battle challenged Davout

to act both as a tactical and operational commander. The

battle is operational in the sense that he is fighting

with higher level objectives in mind. Davout had to

consider more than the simple tactical fight in his

actions. He had to direct his forces to achieve the

operational objective of Napoleon which was the defeat and

destruction of the main Prussian army.

His art of command seems fully developed at this

point in his career and may have even begun to rival that

of Napoleon. In the Fifth Bulletin of the Grande Armee

issued the day after the battle Napoleon pays due respects

to Davout: "This Marshal displayed distinguished bravery

and firmness of character, the first qualities in a

warrior." 1 3 We must remember that it was Davout who

realized he was fighting the Prussian main body while

Napoleon thought he was fighting them. This same

situation reappeared in 1809.

At Auerstaedt facing odds of three to one with his

divisions echeloned behind him Davout had to make a key

decision. This was a decision that set him apart from

many other generals and the remainder of Napoleon's

Marshalate. It is the decision whether to commit forces

to a situation of overwhelming odds to accomplish a

critical mission. This is commander's resolve and the

warrior spirit at its finest.
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